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Developing 21st Century Skills with 
Online Curation and Social Annotation

“The times they are a’changin,” Bob Dylan first sang 55 years ago. 
Today, it doesn’t take a folk song to remind us that change is afoot; 
we can’t help but notice it. Consider how the smartphone and cloud 
computing have changed the way we access information, consume 
media, entertain ourselves, and communicate. We see changes in 
our students as well. Increasingly, teachers wonder how to engage 
and motivate students who have more access to information and are 
surrounded by more stimuli than previous generations. Then there 
are the changes occurring in the workforce thanks to emerging tech-
nologies like artificial intelligence, extended reality, robotics, and the 
internet of things (Philbeck & Davis, 2018, 18). As educators, how 
do we prepare our students for this new world when many of the jobs 
of the future have yet to be created?

While the future is unknown, it’s clear that change and continuous 
learning are now a constant. So too is an overload of information. 
An important key to preparing our students for the future is to help 
them develop transversal 21st century skills that will allow them to 
adapt to new situations and challenges: skills such as digital and 
media literacy, critical thinking, communication, collaboration and 
adaptability (Humans Wanted, 2018, 26-27).

Two strategies that are useful for developing 21st century skills are 
online curation (OC) and social annotation (SA).

Online Curation

Online curation is increasingly recognized as a must-have skill used 
for managing information overload. It involves 

•  purposefully collecting online content on a given topic;
•  selecting the most relevant or interesting information;
•  summarizing its significance for the collection;
•  organizing it; and
•  sharing it on a cloud-based platform.

Cloud-based platforms like Netboard.me and Padlet facilitate 
publication and collaboration. Students can curate individually or 
collaboratively and receive feedback on what they have curated from 
their teacher and peers. They can also publish their work to the class 
or the web instantly. The strategy affords opportunities for students 

1 To read reviews of 17 collaborative platforms useful for curation or social annotation, visit http://collab.vanierpsi.profweb.ca/

"The Curation Process" by Patti Kingsmill.
CC-BY-NC-SA

to develop the following skills: research, digital literacy, critical think-
ing, organization, communication, and collaboration. 

Social Annotation

To curate well students must also know how to consume media criti-
cally. Social annotation can help students learn to do so. Also, cloud-
based SA platforms like Perusall, Hypothes.is, or Classroom Salon1 
allow students not only to comment on elements of a discourse and 
see each other’s comments, they can also reply to each other's anno-
tations. Students can co-construct their understanding of a discourse 
while offering constructive feedback to peers and developing their 
ability to self-reflect.

http://collab.vanierpsi.profweb.ca/
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New strategies often require new approaches and resources to 
implement them. With that goal in mind, Kelly MacDonald (Social 
Science), Heather Roffey (Biology), Judy Ingerman (Humanities) 
and Patti Kingsmill (Pedagogical Support and Innovation) formed 
the OCSA team. Our aim was threefold: learn to integrate OC and 
SA into the classroom, develop instructional strategies and resources 
to facilitate this process, and promote these to our colleagues. The 
OCSA team has occasionally been joined by other teachers: Jennifer 
Mitchell (Humanities) who is experimenting with OC, Lissiene Nei-
va (Biology), Kevin Lenton (Physics), and Aurora Flewwelling-Skup 
(English), who are implementing SA into their courses. 

Our first step was to familiarize ourselves with metaliteracy2—a 
comprehensive framework developed at SUNY3 which encompasses 
multiple literacies while promoting critical thinking, metacog-
nition, and collaboration. We found the framework useful as it 
encompasses real world and digital environments. The metaliterate 
learner is someone who not only consumes, but actively produces 
and shares content in participatory, collaborative digital environ-

ments while reflecting on their learning and how they behave and 
interact constructively online.

Next, we defined our objectives for using OC and SA in the class-
room. Following a backward design4 process, we identified learning 
objectives aligned with the course competencies, determined how 
students’ achievement of these would be assessed, and developed 
learning activities to support the attainment of the objectives. 
Finally, we defined the digital learning environment needed for these 
activities.5  In the winter 2019 semester, Heather and Kelly chose to 
integrate OC into their courses using Netboard.me, and Judy and 
Lissiene introduced SA to their students using Perusall.com. In fall 
2019, Heather, Kelly, and Judy integrated both curation and social 
annotation into their courses, while Lissiene, Kevin, and Aurora 
incorporated social annotation.

We also took time to introduce students to the platform they would 
be working on, providing time in class to try it out while we offered 
support. This brief training helped lessen students’ anxiety, as did our 
sharing with them the fact that we were experimenting with the plat-
form and with new learning strategies and so would value their input 
and feedback on both the tools and their learning experience.

The OCSA team met weekly so that we could share our experiences 
with OC and SA. We debriefed and tweaked the tools we were devel-

oping, searched for and developed additional 
resources when needed, and kept a running 
list of tips for instructors wishing to adopt 
OC and SA. Eventually, these turned into 
three guidelines:

•  Integrating Online Collaboration into a 
Course

•  Integrating Online Curation into a Course
•  Integrating Social Annotation into a 

Course

Meanwhile, we curated resources on topics related to OC and SA, 
such as the evaluation of digital sources, metaliteracy, technopeda-
gogy, assessment, and online collaboration. When we couldn’t find 
the resources we needed for our students, we created our own. 
Recognizing that many students are unaccustomed to interact-
ing online in a professional or academic context, we developed 7 

2 “About.” Metaliteracy.org. Retrieved from https://technoped.netboard.me/ocsa/?tab=63326
3  Developed by Tom Mackey and Trudi Jacobson at State University of New York, Albany. 
4  “Understanding by Design.” Center for Teaching. Retrieved from https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/understanding-by-design/
5 To help with this process, we used the Technoped Activity Design Template available at https://technoped.netboard.me/ocsa/?w=741788

The metaliterate learner is someone who not only 
consumes, but actively produces and shares content 
in participatory, collaborative digital environments 
while reflecting on their learning and how they behave 
and interact constructively online. 

https://technoped.netboard.me/ocsa/?tab=63326
https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/understanding-by-design/
https://technoped.netboard.me/ocsa/?w=741788
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Netiquette Rules. When students hesitated to critique peers, we 
created 5 Tips on Offering Constructive Feedback. Drawing on her 
experience of integrating curation into her history course, Kelly 
created a sample curation activity with step-by-step instructions 
for teachers. And as part of a MOOC  on metaliteracy that Patti 
took with SUNY, she developed a sample curated site. Finally, we 
developed various sample marking rubrics:

•  Holistic curation rubric
•  Descriptive marking rubric and checklist for curation
•  Hybrid curation and peer review rubric  
•  Holistic rubric for peer-reviewing curated sites
•  Descriptive rubric for social annotation

These resources are housed on our OCSA Netboard under the tabs 
Teaching Curation, Teaching SA, Online Collaboration, Technopeda-
gogy, and Metaliteracy.

Scaffolding Student Learning

To scaffold their learning of these new strategies, we provided stu-
dents with clear instructions, marking rubrics, and the above-men-
tioned tips. We also started with small, simple activities to prepare 
students for more complex tasks. For instance, Judy introduced SA 
with a brief, accessible article, instructing students to focus com-
ments on structural and rhetorical elements. Kelly and Heather 
introduced OC by asking students to choose and annotate one source 
by synthesizing and categorizing it as a primary, secondary, academ-
ic, popularized, or commercial source. Students were provided with 
criteria for choosing and categorizing sources. To help them peer 
review curated sources, students were given several resources: the 
criteria for choosing sources they used when curating, tips on how 
to make respectful, constructive comments, and a marking rubric on 
providing peer feedback.

Scaffolding also occurred organically: thanks to the collaborative 
nature of the activities, students supported one another during the 
learning process. For example, not only did Kelly require students to 
work in groups, she paired the groups. Twinned teams then worked 
separately on the same topic. Once each team’s work was complete, 
the twinned groups reviewed each other’s curated sources. Because the 
teams were assessing source choices related to a topic they too had re-
searched, they could make more informed comments. As well, because 
students had access to the work produced by all groups on the shared 
platform, teachers could draw class attention to well-written com-
ments or well-curated sources, using peer work as a model for others. 

Reflections on OC and SA

Overall, we observed many benefits to using OC and SA. When sur-
veyed, the majority of students recognized several benefits of curating 
and appreciated engaging in collaborative learning. They agreed that 
doing so helped them conduct research, practice synthesizing discours-
es, improve their work, deepen their understanding of course content, 
receive or give feedback to peers, share work with others, and organize 
ideas. Similarly, students in Judy’s course reported that SA helped 
them identify and understand the rhetorical elements and structures 

of a text, collaborate with peers, deepen their 
understanding of course content and con-
cepts, offer constructive feedback to others, 
and organize their ideas. Lissiene’s students 
reported that Perusall helped them either 
discuss course content or collaborate with 

peers. Several students appreciated being able to ask questions and read 
student perspectives on a text. Lissiene also noted that thanks to SA, 
her students asked more varied questions than in previous semesters. 

6  “Integrating Online Curation and Social Annotation into Courses” published on VTE’s website provides more detail on student and teacher observa-
tions about the benefits and challenges of using OC and SA and of working collaboratively. Much of the text in the first part of this article was taken, 
with permission, from that text.

The online teaching tool turned out to be the secret to 
creating a more animated, personable IRL classroom!  

“The Metaliterate Learner.” Figure 3.1 in Metaliteracy: Rein-
venting Information Literacy to Empower Learners, adapted 
by Patti Kingsmill for the OCSA Project, is licensed under 
CC-BY-NC-SA.
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We also faced various challenges during this process, including 
resistance on the part of some students to engage in an active learning 
approach; balancing the right length and frequency of SA readings to 
engage students in the discourse while not overwhelming them; dis-
covering what sort of guidance promotes thoughtful annotations; and 
working with a new platform and its idiosyncrasies. We invite you to 
read about the benefits and challenges of integrating OC and SA into 
the classroom in our article on the VTE website, published after our 
first semester working together.6 Here, however, with the hindsight of 
two semesters’ work on the OCSA project, we offer the reflections of 
OCSA team teachers on the experience of integrating these strategies 
into the classroom.

Kelly MacDonald—History 

   As a history teacher, I often struggled to get students to en-
gage with complicated historical texts and material. Classes 
like Ancient Rome are filled with juicy facts and harrowing 
stories, but the content is still weighty and the concepts can 
be complicated, especially for CEGEP-level students.

  Using Online Curation in a history class solved a lot of 
problems for me. It allowed me to give students access to a 
wealth of primary materials, as well as secondary materials, 
for minimal cost.7 Having students comment on and analyze 
materials in an online platform compelled them to engage 
with the material and each other on a more regular basis. 
Finally, I got much better insight into what students under-
stood or were confused by. I was also able to see what they 
hated and what they really loved about the course, in real 
time and not just through the end-of-semester evaluation.

  Over the duration of the semester, students’ ability to 
source, analyze and discuss historical material improved 
significantly. I was even able to incorporate some of their 
Netboards into my own presentations, which students 
loved. This practice created a wonderful interactive dynam-
ic between the students and me—they felt valued for their 
work and took pride in their contributions to the class, and 
I was grateful for a little extra guidance from my students.

   Using online curation helped students go deeper into their 
analysis of material and become more tech savvy and more 
involved in the classroom. In the same vein, the practice 
of commenting online made students more comfortable 
speaking up in class, providing feedback on each other’s 
work, and engaging in debate in class. Yes, in the greatest of 
ironies, the online teaching tool turned out to be the secret 

to creating a more animated, personable IRL8 classroom! It 
was delightful.

Heather Roffey—Biology

   I think that the greatest impact that online curation 
activities have had on my students is a recognition of the 
different types of sources they access for information. My 
students regularly search online to supplement the subjects 
we discuss in the classroom. They may be seeking infor-
mation to answer a question that arises during our time 
together, or they may be seeking confirmation of previously 
acquired knowledge when they are working independently. 
I think that these situations apply to nearly all students. 
Our students know how to find answers to their questions 
quickly, but are they taking the time to assess the reliability 
of the sources they are using? 

   One of my main objectives for using online curation in my 
class was to have students reflect upon their source choices 
and not just choose those that appear first in their search 
results. I tasked students, who worked in groups, with 
creating curated content in order to educate their peers on 
a topic relevant to the course material. As part of the cura-
tion process, students justified why they chose one source 
over others. They noted author expertise; peer-review of, 
or opportunity for, feedback on the source; relevancy to 
the topic; and appropriateness for their target audience. 
Googling online information has become a significant part 
of the acquisition of knowledge in the 21st century. We 
cannot assume that our students know how to sort through 
this information. It is important that we guide our students 
in the selection and curation of online content.

Judy Ingerman—Humanities

   As the senior (age, not experience) and most technical-
ly-challenged member of the OCSA team, I see investigat-
ing both the learning and teaching of online curation and 
social annotation in the classroom in the digital age as a 
means of blurring the lines of traditional hierarchal knowl-
edge-delivery systems.

   These enquiries are well suited for the Humanities Knowl-
edge category course Life as an Experiment. The basic goal 
of the course is for students to think about how they learn, 
from within and without. In the digital space of Netboard.
me, students uploaded academic articles of interest to the 

7  Kelly used Netboard.me to model curation to her students by sharing open access sources with them on the Netboard platform.
8 I.e., In the Real World.
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experiment they were about to launch and published three 
annotated bibliographies from their selection. Prior to 
submitting these to be evaluated, students had the oppor-
tunity to review each other’s work and add compliments, 
comments, and critiques in a classroom forum. Following 
this, students had the opportunity to re-evaluate their work 
and decide whether they would like to make changes prior 
to the final submission date. This exercise addresses many 
of the tenets of the course: 

  •  LEARNING IS A PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY - As 
the platform is new to me as well, there are no ‘experts’ 
in the classroom, so all of us work through the process of 
embarking on a new digital platform together. This loos-
ens the academic ‘apron strings’ and for perhaps the first 
time in students’ lives, asking their teacher the question 
“is this good?” is meaningless and absurd. 

  •  STUDENTS REFLECT ON THEIR LEARNING 
STYLE - This is the early stages of meta-cognition (think-
ing about thinking) in that students are aware that their 
work will be examined by their peers prior to being seen 
by the teacher; therefore, they view their responsibility to 
and for the work in a new light.

  •  LEARNING IS COOPERATIVE - Students have an 
opportunity to see and comment on others’ work, gaining 
new insight and perspectives on how to approach an 
assignment.

  •  LEARNING IS COLLABORATIVE - The digital plat-
form allows for and reinforces productive collaboration as 
a means of building knowledge and wisdom.

  •  LEARNING IS A PROCESS, NOT A DESTINATION 
- By overtly inserting editing and proof-reading into the 
project, students can see the value of both and are more 
likely to make it a practice in other learning situations.

  •  LEARNING IS ABOUT QUESTIONING - Students 
can learn to evaluate the comments and critiques of others 
before making the decision to alter their final assignment. 

  •  THE MEDIUM IS THE MESSAGE - As the exercise is 
digital, the skill that is now known as “netiquette” can be 
addressed in a real situation – not just a lecture in class.

  An auxiliary benefit of using a collaborative platform to 
share sources is that students may discover interesting arti-
cles posted by their peers that they may want to read or use 
for their experiment. Another benefit is that students seem 
to gain more confidence in their decision-making abilities 
after repeating this kind of exercise repeatedly.

Overall, the experience of working with OC and SA has been a posi-
tive one. Even the challenges we faced helped us learn and inspired us 
to improve our approaches. This past term, our focus was on honing 
our strategies and developing presentations on OC and SA to share 
with colleagues in the winter 2020 semester. The OCSA team became 
a SALTISE Learning Community, allowing us to share our work with 
a wider audience. In fact, our SALTISE OCSA page9 was featured 
on their main website and in a fall SALTISE newsletter. We have also 
been invited to share OC and SA with the Dawson Active Learning 
Community and at the SALTISE conference next semester. We are 
also planning to submit a proposal to present at the AQPC conference 
in Quebec City this June. However, a central goal for the team is to 
share OC and SA with the Vanier community. Kelly, Judy, and Heath-
er hope to present OC and SA to departments and programs in winter 
2020 and to share with individual teachers. So please do contact them 
if you are interested in learning more. As well, Kelly is the recipient of 
a SALTISE grant that will allow her to continue working on the inte-
gration of OC in the classroom and to investigate opportunities for sit-
uating OC within the existing research on collaborative learning. The 
grant should allow her to support teachers interested in trying out one 
or both of these strategies. Our hope is that interest in OC and SA, as 
well as the power of collaborative learning, will continue to grow and 
thus help teachers support students’ development of much-needed 21st 
century skills, all the while increasing motivation and engagement.

https://www.vteducation.org/en/articles/collaborative-learning/inte-
grating-online-curation-and-social-annotation-courses

9  https://www.saltise.ca/learning-community/online-curation-and-social-annotation/

We debriefed and tweaked the tools 
we were developing, searched for and 
developed additional resources when 
needed, and kept a running list of tips 
for instructors wishing to adopt OC 
and SA.

https://www.vteducation.org/en/articles/collaborative-learning/integrating-online-curation-and-social-annotation-courses
https://www.vteducation.org/en/articles/collaborative-learning/integrating-online-curation-and-social-annotation-courses
https://www.saltise.ca/learning-community/online-curation-and-social-annotation/
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